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Introduction


Places are not inherently spiritual. We imbue them with their mysticism and mystery. We bring the sacred to them when we experience a shift and unity, a sense of wonder and acceptance, awe or healing. My sacred places include Schoolhouse Pond in Chatham, Massachusetts, where my son delighted in his first swim; Lafayette Park in downtown Detroit, where I shared my adolescent dreams with my best friend; Green-Wood Cemetery (see opposite and page 154), where my husband and I have spent so many seasons rambling; and the paths and piers by the harbor in Red Hook, Brooklyn, where we walk every morning with the brent geese and herons, the perfume of humid breezes and after-storm calm, the ripening porcelain berries and bee-filled hibiscus, and the tides delivering grim fish-kills and bright ducklings.


Spiritual places are made when we feel a pure connection to something far greater than ourselves. This does not mean that what is sacred for one person cannot be sacred for another or that every location is meaningful for everyone. If you have traveled anywhere, be it a new country, neighborhood, or even path to a familiar spot, you know that visiting a place for the first time, returning to it time and again, navigating different landscapes, seeing different skies, hearing different sounds, seeing through the patina of the present to the past, changes you, and that change is in no small part spiritual.


That is the heart of my definition of a spiritual place, and as I researched this book, I found many more ways to describe one. My favorite is from author T.C. McLuhan, who defined sacred places in Cathedrals of the Spirit as “Landscapes of the holy … centers of inspiration where human consciousness is temporarily set free.” And there were so many other inspiring writers—Charles Foster, Marilynne Robinson, Matsuo Basho, Bruce Chatwin, Diana Eck, Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī, Nikos Kazantzakis, Max Roach, Huston Smith, and Charles Rodin among them. I read their words alongside sacred texts from the Buddha to the Bible, the Qur’an to the Bhagavad Gita, as well as the insights of friends, editors, and the many teachers you will find in these pages.


As I chose a mere 80 from the infinite number of spiritual places in the cosmos, I considered the reaches of time, the capacity of geography, and the people who received sustenance, succor, or inspiration, or perhaps encountered some magic. I do believe there are liminal or thin places—spaces between heaven and earth, dreamed and sensed, sacred and mundane.
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I have tried to take the ideas of spiritual or sacred out of the denominational, making them universal or at least universally relatable, often using the web of nature to do so. In the process, I have tried to be conscious of the distinction between celebration and inspiration as opposed to appropriation. So please know, this is by no means a travel guide but more of a dream book, and because it cannot be comprehensive, I have focused on what makes each location special. I have also included meditations, prayers, practices, or words for contemplation to connect the essence of each place to the reader, so they can have a meaningful experience even if they cannot travel.


No matter where we go, Mount Kailash or the greengrocers, a cathedral or a graveyard, or how we get there, via pilgrim’s walk or city bus, we can be on a spiritual journey. My wish is that this book gives you just this—a forgotten window to look through, a moment of awe and hope, a new path to voyage through the adventure that is your life.




CHAPTER 1


Europe


GIANT’S CAUSEWAY


County Antrim, Northern Ireland, UK
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OFF THE LLŶN PENINSULA, NORTHWESTERN WALES, UK


Bardsey Island


It is said that three pilgrimages to Bardsey Island are equal to one to Rome. This island has been a sacred destination since the early years of Christianity, the final stop on the North Wales Pilgrim’s Way. It is also known as Ynys Enlli (Island in the Currents) in Welsh, as well as the Island of 20,000 Saints, because so many are said to have journeyed and died there since the early Middle Ages.


The island was settled well before the Christians arrived, however. Remnants of earlier inhabitants, particularly their carved flint tools, likely from the second millennium BCE, offer proof that Bardsey has been populated for at least 4,000 years. Nature and ruins abound there. Especially interesting are the remains of the thirteenth-century Augustinian Abbey of St. Mary, built upon the ancient Celtic foundation, a towering Celtic cross honoring the many saints who are reputed to have been buried around the site, and several wells and springs that are believed to have healing or miracle-inducing powers.


On the south side of the island grows a crooked little tree that produces lemony-flavored apples. It is believed to be the last survivor of an orchard that may have been tended by Bardsey Island monks more than a millennium ago. An expert on British apples, Dr. Joan Morgan of Brogdale Horticultural Trust, has declared it the world’s rarest. You can purchase seedlings on the island and plant an apple tree of your own.




There is no time on this island


Sit for a moment with these lines from “Pilgrimages,” one of R.S. Thomas’s many poems evoking Bardsey Island, and contemplate what it means to be in a thin place.


There is no time on this island. The swinging pendulum of the tide has no clock: the events are dateless. These people are not late or soon: they are just here with only the one question to ask, which life answers by being in them …
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Many describe Bardsey Island as a “thin place,” a term for a special site where the boundaries between the heavenly and the earthly are more permeable, where it is more possible to feel connected to what is holy. Clearly the great twentieth-century Anglo-Welsh poet R.S. Thomas experienced this. He found tremendous inspiration on Bardsey, describing it as an island where one breathes “anointed air.”





SALISBURY PLAIN, WILTSHIRE, ENGLAND, UK


Stonehenge


The Saxons called it Stonehenge or the Hanging Stones; medieval writers sang of the Giant’s Dance. Was it built as a Roman temple? A Druid one? An astronomical observatory or zodiacal temple? An ancient site for pilgrimage and healing? Phoenicians, Mycenaeans, Romans, Saxons, Danes, and even the mythical enchanter Merlin have been linked to this place. Sometimes spirituality is found in mystery, and perhaps that is what draws more than 800,000 people to Stonehenge every year.


A mere specter of what it must have been when newly constructed, Stonehenge is still the most epic of Britain’s 1,300 stone circles. The 6,500-acre (2,630-ha.) site is the only Neolithic monument in the British Isles to consist of boulders that were not sourced locally, and many of them weigh as much as 25 tons. The main ring of sandstone monoliths stands 13 ft (4 m) high and 7 ft (2.1 m) wide, linked by lintels surrounding a circle of 16-ft-tall (nearly 5 m) bluestones brought from Wales, as well as several other structures encompassing the great altar stone and hundreds of burial mounds. Regardless of its spiritual purpose, Stonehenge is a miracle of transportation, engineering, and construction.


Some researchers have demonstrated how the stones align with the planets and solstices, and may therefore have constituted a prehistoric calendar or observatory, but others disagree. Perhaps one day we will know the answer, but until then we may still appreciate the mystery of the place. While enjoying the magnificence of Stonehenge, don’t neglect to explore the details of the landscape and look for the startling colors of the Adonis blue butterfly (Polyommatus bellargus) as it flits about in sheltered spots. It is said to be a symbol of transformation and the passing of time.
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Marvel at the night sky


Consider the astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson’s reflection in Death by Black Hole, and Other Cosmic Quandaries (2007): “We are too busy watching evening television to care what is going on in the sky. To us, a simple rock alignment based on cosmic patterns looks like an Einsteinian feat. But a truly mysterious civilization would be one that made no cultural or architectural reference to the sky at all.” Observe the night sky and take Tyson’s words to heart as you pay attention to the marvels of the galaxy.








SOMERSET, ENGLAND, UK


Glastonbury


There are as many legends about the town of Glastonbury and the surrounding area as there are attendees at its world-famous music festival—about 200,000 visitors for five days every other June—but what is certain is that it is the site of some of England’s earliest Christian structures built by the Saxons and rebuilt many times since. Parts of a church, two chapels, and a freestanding abbot’s kitchen remain.


Some believe that Glastonbury is the true location of King Arthur’s legendary Avalon, that he was buried there with his queen Guinevere, and that the Holy Grail—lost since the Last Supper—is hidden deep within the Chalice Well. At the base of Glastonbury Tor (a rocky crag that is also called Blood Spring because the surge of the water is said to sound like a heart beating and the water is tinged red with iron oxide), this well is thought to be the site of Merlin’s Cave, hiding an entrance to a fairy palace.


Nearby, a hawthorn tree known as the Glastonbury thorn blooms at Christmas. It is said that it or its ancestor took root when Joseph of Arimathea drove his staff—perhaps carved from the wood of Jesus’s Cross—into the ground near the well. Legend says that he visited Glastonbury with Jesus Christ when he was a young man, and after the Crucifixion buried holy relics here.
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Be still and listen


Despite the intrigues, disputes, and burdens of history and the number of tourists who crowd a famous destination, sometimes it is best to be still, listen, and let the place speak to us. Listen for the heartbeat of the place. Perhaps that’s the lesson of Glastonbury.








COUNTY ANTRIM, NORTHERN IRELAND, UK


Giant’s Causeway


These strange and dramatic cliffs above the Atlantic Ocean are a thing of wonder, and have sparked the imagination of poets, geologists, naturalists, and artists for centuries. According to legend, the basalt columns that look like huge stepping stones from land to sea were built by a giant or folk hero named Fionn Mac Cumhaill (Finn McCool). Geologists, however, are in agreement that these 40,000 interlocking columns were created by a volcanic eruption during the Paleocene Epoch (66–56 million years ago). Molten basalt passed through chalk beds, and as the lava cooled it contracted, creating the myriad columns. Although most of these are hexagonal, some have as many as eight sides, and the tallest are 39 ft (12 m) high.


The Blue Trail is the most popular, but if you walk along the less-trafficked clifftops toward Runkerry Beach, on the line of the Bushmills Heritage Railway, you will have an amazing view not only of the causeway, but also of Scotland and the Republic of Ireland’s Inishowen Peninsula. Along this section of the railway you might spot some rare sea spleenwort and frog orchids. As if the remarkable geological formations were not enough, the Giant’s Causeway is also a nature reserve where plants and birds—breeding skylarks, stonechats, and linnets among them—are protected.
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Amazing world, indeed


Spend some time with the lines the poet William Hamilton Drummond wrote in 1811:


What roots of rock thick woven, and entwined, Those giant steps to earth’s fixed centre bind; What seaborn forests clothe their vallied sides, What Whirling pools absorb th’ engulfing tides; How Maelstrom rages on Norwegian shores, Or Corry Vreckan’s frightful vortex roars. Amazing world!








WEST COAST OF SCOTLAND, UK


Isle of Skye


At 639 sq. miles (1,656 sq. km), the Isle of Skye is the northernmost and one of the largest islands of the Inner Hebrides. Populated since the Mesolithic period, it has been inhabited by Picts, Celts, and Norse peoples. In their sagas, the Norse referred to the island as Skýey or Skuyö—“Isle of Clouds”—and a poetic Gaelic name for the island is Eilean a’ Cheò, meaning “Island of the Mist.”


Skye’s architecture reflects its many inhabitants, and the brochs—Pictish round towers built more than 2,000 years ago—are especially compelling. Dunvegan Castle is the oldest inhabited castle in Scotland, and there are churches and other historical structures, but what is really special about the island, what makes it a spiritual destination for me, is the island itself—its craggy, atmospheric mountains, labyrinthine shoreline, fossils, unique wildlife (including the rare white-tailed sea eagle), misty vistas, and flora. Especially compelling are the Fairy Pools clustered at the base of the Black Cuillin mountains near the village of Carbost, where clear, icy water flows down into the glen, spilling into rockpools of aquamarine blue.




Connect to a thin place


The beauty of the mists, mountains, and glassy pools is so compelling that it is no surprise Skye is believed to be another “thin place,” in which the distance between human and holy closes. Take a moment, no matter where you are, to settle quietly and breathe consciously. See if you can connect to a thin place. It might be external—perhaps a connection to nature, or internal—such as a feeling of love or ease.





It has been said that inhabitants of the Isle of Skye possess “second sight,” as explained by the sixteenth-century writer Donald Monro in his Description of the Western Isles of Scotland: “The Second Sight is a singular faculty of seeing an otherwise invisible object, without any previous means used by the person that sees it for that end; the vision makes such a lively impression upon the seers, that they neither see nor think of anything else, except the vision, as long as it continues; and then they appear pensive or jovial, according to the object which was represented to them.” It is also believed that those who have the gift lose it when they travel to the mainland. Perhaps that is true, but what is certain is that after experiencing the spiritual beauty of Skye, it is hard to shake off the impression.
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